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1. is one important detail of the old 
Colonial house, that is rather seldom utilized by mod- 
ern architects when designing a dwelling in this style 
—and that is the vestibule entrance, as distinct from 
the more conventional entrance porch. The rather 
late type of doorway, with side lights, under a narrow 
porch, is used over and over again; but the modern 
house designer has rather strangely overlooked the 
very practical projecting entrance vestibule found on 
many houses of early New England architecture, gen- 
erally indicating a date earlier than the more open 
porch treatment with columns. 

Yet this type of vestibule possesses a most practical 
means of enlarging a house plan, at precisely that point 
where it is often most crowded, and in the simplest and 
most economical way! 

Probably it originally took shape from the need of 
meeting the demand for a larger entrance hall, with 
more space between entrance door and staircase. 
Particularly with the typical early Colonial stairway, 
placed against the front face of the large central 
chimney, the resulting passageway between the front 
room doors upon the first floor plan often became both 
narrow and crowded. When open, the door edge 
almost brushed the face of the stair run,—and there 
was little room to greet entering neighbors, particu- 
larly if they were to be welcomed within the room on 
that side of the house where the front door was 
hinged! 

It was probable also that, despite the fact that the 
early houses were usually built with their entrance 


sides facing the south; this single doorway, opening 
directly into the front hall at the foot of the main 
stairs, was found to cool off the passage between the 
main front rooms of the house, upon both floors— 
especially when the house plan was changed to more 
nearly face the east or west; as came so frequently 
later to be the case. 

We have also the early meeting house plan, with 
its one or two story vestibule—often inclosing the stair- 
case as well—which was usually first treated as a 
gabled projection in its exterior handling;—until it 
came to be taken into the lower stories of the tower 
with spire, that came into general use at about the 
period of the building of the “Old North,” or Christ 
Church of Boston, shown in Monograph Two—Vol- 
ume XX. Here this distinctive “vestibule” type of 
entrance treatment had already taken a definitive form 
of expression—as is indicated by the original brick side 
vestibule upon the Old South Meeting House, on 
Washington Street, in that same city. 

And so it was an easy step to widen the passageway 
across the front of the entrance hall, by taking out the 
front wall between the two posts that always supported 
the heavy timbers that framed the central chimney, 
and moving the doorway and wall forward some three 
to four feet, then filling in the two sides back to the 
main wall face of the house, and roofing it over either 
with a ridge roof forming a pediment gable upon the 
vestibule face, or with a simple hip roof treatment, 
the latter being often more appropriate to the older 
and simpler type of early house design. 
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VESTIBULE—25 FLINT STREET 


; SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS 


In a large majority of instances, these entrance 
house vestibules were a later addition or alteration 
made to an older house plan. It is very rarely indeed 
that it can be indisputably proved that this sort of 
vestibule was original to the Colonial plan! Usually it 
is obviously a later afterthought, added to the plan to 
make it more habitable for the occupants during the 
colder seasons of the year. And it was almost always 
added to secure additional needed space within the hall 
itself. It was very rarely filled with inside coat closets; 
that is, in the older house plan! 

In the Bedford house, indeed, the two-story vesti- 
bule shown upon the side of the house (Page 128— 
Monograph Two—Volume XX) was added appar- 
ently for the purpose of securing a small, narrow 
staircase from the side door to the upper story; which 
stairway mounts steeply along the rear or righthand 
side of the vestibule, over small first floor closets, to 
the floor above. But this is an exceptional example, 
with a very rarely used two-story height for this fea- 
ture, found in a rather late house plan. 

The one factor of the outer vestibule that often de- 
ceives the casual observer is the entrance doorway, 
which is generally very obviously old. And it often 
does not occur to one to think how easily the old 
doorway (and in fact, whole front wall of the hall- 
way, between the two upright posts) could be cut 
out and moved forward, to secure the wider hall- 
way,— and that exactly in the single space where this 
enlargement of the plan was alone desired;—and 
where it could be easily secured, without causing the 


slightest change in anything in the rest of the house. 
Sometimes the line where the old plaster was joined 
to the new wall on the inside of the side walls, shows 
up very distinctly. Sometimes it is entirely lost because 
of the manner in which the new side walls of the 
vestibule are finished around and up to the two main 
house wall posts that are found placed in these loca- 
tions. Occasionally, in houses built later than 1780 
or 1800, these vestibules may have been part of the 
original house design; but when found on any build- 
ing earlier than these dates, there is usually reason to 
doubt that the vestibule is as old as the house. 
Sometimes, in tearing down or altering an old house, 
the attachment of these vestibules to the house, and 
particularly in their under-floor and roof construction, 
becomes definite and plain. The basement wall 
usually runs right across the space under the vestibule 
floor, with its exterior underpinning plainly in view. 
The floor sill, also, is found to butt up against the 
exterior face of the original house sill, and the plates 
and rafters are clearly placed against the upper part 
of the exterior wall face,—often without even re- 
moving the clapboards or wall boarding. In these 
cases there can be no doubt. In the old Dillaway- 
Thomas house in Roxbury, for instance, built in 1750- 
52, the side entrance vestibule was added later, prob- 
ably in 1832, when other changes were known to 
have been made in the dwelling at the time that it 
came first into the possession of the Dillaway family. 
This supplies a good average date for the change or 
addition of this outer vestibule to be made. Many 
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VESTIBULE—HOUSE IN LOOKOUT COURT 
MARBLEHEAD, MASSACHUSETTS 
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Monograph Four—Volume XX—“Later Houses of Cape Ann” 
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